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THB YIRGIMIA COIMAGE: 

Proof ttjat it teas by ^egislattpe anb JJoyal 
ZtutboritY* 


Every collector is familiar with the “ Virginia Half¬ 
penny,” and almost every one calls the coin by that name- 
without doubting its appropriateness. Several months 
ago, however, the writer found that the numismatic author¬ 
ities were all of the opinion that the Virginia coins, so- 
called, were not struck by order of the colony, but were 
the result of a private money-making venture. 

Accordingly, relying upon well-known numismatic 
authors, Plain Talk published a short account of the Vir¬ 
ginia coinage, stating that the half-pence were not of gov¬ 
ernmental origin. Messrs. Chapman, of Philadelphia, 
took exceptions to this allegation, and said that they 
believed the coins to have been authorized, although no 
direct proof was known. They referred to the fact that a 
large find of uncirculated specimens had been made in 

*The substance of this paper is as published two years ago 
in the monthly magazine Plain Talk, of New York City; the 
Numismatic Department of which was then conducted by the 
writer. The authorities referred to are in the libraries of the 
American Antiquarian Society, the Worcester Society of An¬ 
tiquity, and Harvard University. 




Richmond, by the late Col. M. T. Cohen, and claimed 
this as evidence to maintain their position. 

Mr. Lyman H. Low, one of the best known students of 
numismatics, wrote that information regarding the origin 
of these pieces was wanting; but he was inclined to put 
much reliance upon the statements of Mr. Crosby. The 
writer was led to carefully search out just what the best 
numismatic authorities had to say on the subject. 

Under head of Patterns and Tokens” Mr. Sylvester 
S. Crosby, in his admirable work,* places the Virginia 
Half-pennies,” and says : “ Under the heading of ‘ Coins 
for the Colonies,’ Ruding describes the pieces we call Vir¬ 
ginia half-pennies. There is so much uncertainty as to 
whether or not these were authorized coins that we place 
them in this chapter, considering it altogether likely that 
they were an unauthorized issue. It seems probable that 
had there been a coin legally struck for Virginia, Jefiferson 
would have been cognizant of the fact; but he writes in 
1782 (Jefferson’s Works, Vol. I., p. 136), ‘in Virginia 
coppers have never been in use ’ From this it would ap¬ 
pear that whatever their origin, and notwithstanding the 
considerable number of dies represented by them, their 
use in that State must have been very limited.” 

The statment in regard to Ruding’s classification seems 
a little inaccurate. The first edition of Rev. Rogers Rud¬ 
ing’s workf gives an engraving of the Virginia half-penny, 
but there is no description or even mention of the piece 

*The Early Coins of America. (Boston, 1875.) 

JAnnals of the Coinage of Great Britain. (London, J817.) 






in the reading matter, except in the index, which refers to 
the cut. The third edition of Ruding* contains no refer¬ 
ence to the coin, omitting even the cut. 

The well worn allusion to Thomas Jefferson seems in¬ 
explicable : “In Virginia coppers have never been in use. 
It will be as easy, therefore, to introduce them there of 
one value as of another. The copper coin proposed will 
be nearly equal to three-fourths of their penny, which is 
the same with the penny lawful of the Eastern States.”t 
Mr. John H. Hickcox, in his valuable bookj says : “ It 
is not absolutely certain that the colony of Virginia had at 
any time a currency of its own.” The writer goes on to 
describe the so-called Virginia half-penny, and then adds : 
“ It probably had no very considerable circulation.” 

One of the leading authorities on American coins is the 
work of Montroville Wilson Dickeson, M. D.§ In it he 
says, in speaking of the Virginia half-pence: ‘‘These 
beautifully designed coins of copper and silver made their 
appearance according to date, were struck off in England, 
and designed for circulation in the Virginia colony. We 
can find no authority for their being of governmental or¬ 
igin, and therefore incline to the opinion that, by the tacit 
consent of the authorities, they were the result of individ¬ 
ual enterprise.” 

^Edited by John Hearn. (London, 1840.) 

tNotes on the Establishment (of a United States Mint ; 
Jefferson’s Works, Vol. I., page 166. (Washington, D. C., 1853.) 

^Historical Account of American Coinage. (Albany 1858.) 

§The American Numismatic Manual. (Philadelphia, 1859.) 
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One authority goes so far as to lay it down positively 
that “ these coins are not to be considered as having been 
the currency of the colony for which they were named.” 
The same writer, Mr. John S. Dye,* says that “there is 
no proof of the especial relation of the half-pence to Vir¬ 
ginia.” 

Thus it appears that for the last century the origin of 
the coins bearing the name of Virginia has been in doubt. 
Herewith is presented what seems to the writer to be un¬ 
impeachable evidence, proving that the Virginia half¬ 
pence were issued by order of the government of the 
colony, and that their circulation was sanctioned by his 
majesty King George III. 

The English government had always looked with disfavor 
upon colonial schemes for coinage, very likely thinking 
that a separate mintage would tend to create a feeling for 
home and against the governing nation. True, there 
exist many examples of British colonial coins, but most of 
them are profuse with British emblems. 

For a decade preceding the Declaration of Independ¬ 
ence, matters throughout the colonies were in a troubled 
condition, and signs of irritation were frequent. At its 
beginning the Virginia House of Burgesses passed resolu¬ 
tions concerning the Stamp Act, in consequence of which 
they were adjourned by Governor Botetourt, their import¬ 
ed ruler. The colonies dared to ask for almost anything. 


Dye’s Coin Encyclopfedia. (Philadelphia, 1883.) 
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Early in 1769 the Virginia legislature sent an address to 
Governor Botetourt, praying that he would try his best to 
obtain a circulation of copper money for the colony. 

No doubt Virginia needed a copper coinage, for the 
only small change which was in circulation consisted in 
pieces known as “ sharp-shins.” These were made by 
dividing into four or eight parts the one “ bit ” and two 
“ bit ” Spanish silver coins. 

In November of 1769 an act was passsed authoriz¬ 
ing coinage. The following is a copy of the act so far as 
it relates to our subject.* 

“CHAPTER XII. 

“An act for the better support of the contingent 
charges of government. 

“ I. Whereas, it hath been judged expedient * * * 
to direct an application to be made to his majesty to per¬ 
mit copper money to be imported into this colony, to the 
value of two thousand five hundred pounds sterling, and 
pass for the greater conveniency of change in small pay¬ 
ments : Be it therefore enacted by the Governor, Council, 
and Burgesses, of this present General Assembly, and it is 
hereby enacted by the authority of the same. * * * -* 

“II. And be it further enacted, by the authority afore¬ 
said. That if his majesty shall be graciously pleased to 
permit copper money to be brought in, and pass in this 

*Hening’s Statutes at Large, Vol. VIII, pages 342-3. 


colony; the treasurer shall at the public expense, cause so 
much Of such copper to be purchased in Great Britain as 
at the rates at which it doth pass there, will amount to 
two thousand five hundred pounds sterling, and to be im¬ 
ported into this colony; and shall pay the same away at 
the British rates to any persons having legal demands 
against the treasury, in such proportions as is directed by 
an act of assembly, made in the first year of the reign of 
King George II., entitled : ‘ An act for the better regulat¬ 
ing and ascertaining the current rates of silver coin within 
this dominion, and for preventing the evil practice of cut¬ 
ting foreign gold into pieces;’ or the said treasurer may 
exchange such copper at the rates aforesaid for other 
money, with any person desiring such exchange ; and such 
copper money shall be thereafter current, and pass in pay¬ 
ment in this colony, according to the directions and limit¬ 
ations in the said last mentioned act. * * * * " 

Nothing further appears to have been done until Feb¬ 
ruary, 1772, when the act of 10 George III. ^1769) was 
amended by an act as follows : 

“CHAPTER XVII. 

“I. Whereas, by an act [act 1 George II.] * * * 

and whereas by one other act [act of 10 George HI.] 
* * * arid whereas it is represented to the gen¬ 

eral assembly that it will be more convenient for the pur¬ 
pose to which copper money is usually applied to have the 
same coined into half-penny pieces, of the value of so 
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much current money of Virginia, instead of sterling money 
of Great Britain, and that the value of one thousand 
pounds sterling, in such currency half-pence, will be suffi¬ 
cient to answer the present occasions of the colony : Be 
it therefore enacted by the Governor^ Council^ and Burgess 
es, of this present General Assembly^ and it is hereby en¬ 
acted by the authority of the same. That so much of the 
last mentioned act as impowers the treasurer to import 
copper money, to the amount of two thousand five hund¬ 
red pounds sterling, is hereby repealed. 

“ II. And be it further enacted., by the authority of the 
aforesaid, that if his majesty should be graciously pleased 
to authorize the circulation of copper money in this col¬ 
ony, the treasurer for the time being shall, at the expense 
of the public, import so many half-pence of the value of 
the current money of Virginia as may be purchased for 
one thousand pounds sterling, exclusive of costs and 
charges, to be issued and exchanged, at the public treas¬ 
ury, for the purposes, and under the regulations prescribed 
and directed by the said recited acts. 

“ III. Provided always, that nothing in this act con¬ 
tained shall be construed to restrain his majesty from regu¬ 
lating the currency of this copper money within this 
colony, in such a manner as his majesty, by his royal pro¬ 
clamation, or by his royal instructions to his Governor, or 
commander-in-chief of this colony, for the time being, 
shall, from time to time, judge proper and necessary.” 

In 1774, which date appears on a few of the Virginia 
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coins, the legislature met for the first time on the 4th day 
of May. On the 24th the House of Burgesses passed a 
resolution setting apart the 1st of June as a day of ‘‘ fast¬ 
ing, humiliation and prayer,” and ordered a sermon to be 
preached “ suitable to the occasion.” The “ occasion ” 
was the going into effect of the famous Boston Port Bill. 
For this rather sarcastic act the legislature was summarily 
adjourned by the Governor, Lord Dunmore. 

The following document is copied from Force’s 
“ Archives of America.” It doubtless reached Virginia 
early in 1775 : 

“BY THE KING.—A PROCLAMATION. 

GEORGE R. 

“ Whereas^ it hath been humbly represented to us on the 
part and behalf of our colony of Virginia that a currency 
of copper money within the same colony would be highly 
beneficial to our good subjects, the inhabitants thereof, for 
the more easy and convenient making of small payments ; 
and whereas the Treasurer of our said colony, being there¬ 
unto authorized by an Act of our Governor, Council, and 
Assembly of said colony, passed in the tenth year of our 
reign, hath delivered to the master and worker of our mint, 
in our Tower of London, a sufficient quantity of fine cop¬ 
per in bars, sealed, for the coinage of five tons of the 
pieces hereinafter mentioned, after making the just and 
usual allowance to the officers of our mint; and whereas 
our said master and worker of our mint hath, in pursuance 
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of our warrant for that purpose issued, coined thereout five 
f tons of pieces of copper coin, of such weight that sixty 

if pieces thereof are equal to one pound weight avoirdupois, 

i without erring either in excess or defect above one thir¬ 
tieth part, and are of the value of two shillings and six¬ 
pence, according to the currency of money in our said 
province of Virginia ; and each piece is stamped on one 
side with our effigies, with the inscription ‘ Georgius III. 
^ Rex' and on the reverse with the Virginia Arms, with the 
t St. George's Cross, leaving out the escutcheon of crowns. 



* except one crown at the top as on the Guinea, without 

[ crest, supporters, or motto, except the word ‘ Virginia' 

I round the arms, with the date of the year; which are now 

i ready to be exported to our said colony of Virginia. We 

I have therefore, with the advice of our Privy Council, 

thought fit to issue this our Royal Proclamation : and we 
I ■ do accordingly hereby ordain, declare, and command, that 
P the said pieces of copper.money, so coined, stamped, and 

I ■ impressed, as aforesaid, shall be current and lawful Money 
f of and in our said colony of Virgina, and of and within 

; the districts and precincts of the same ; and shall pass and 


I 
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be received therein after the rate following, that is to say, 
twenty-four of the said pieces shall pass and be received 
for the sum of one shilling, according to the currency of 
our said province of Virginia, and at and after such rate 
shall be computed, accepted and taken accordingly in all 
bargains, rates, payments, and other transactions of mon¬ 
ey. Provided always, and we do hereby further declare, 
that no person shall be obliged to take more than one 
shilling of such copper money in any one payment of any 
sum of money under twenty shillings, nor more than two 
shillings and six-pence thereof in any one payment of a 
larger sum of money than twenty shillings. 

“ Given at Court at St. James, the 16th day of Novem¬ 
ber, 1774, in the fifteenth year of our reign. 

“ God save the King.” 

This proof is derived from the most authentic sources 
and seems undeniable. It is not certain when the half¬ 
pence reached Virginia, nor how extensive a circulation 
they had there, but we may be sure Virginia obtained the 
copper coinage for which she petitioned the King. 
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